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The Grosse e Historical Sociely is located on the site of the old Canadian Southern Railroad
property, later owned by Michigan Central Railroad, on the corner of Parkway Road ( the former
bed of ihe railroad track) and East River Road. We are situated facing Canada, our neighbor to the
East, on Grosse Ile island at the South end of the Detroit River where it enters Lake Erie. Orosse
ile was a summer hunting ground for the Patowammi Indians and afforded sccess 1o the Detraoit
River and Canada. LaMothe de La Cadillac considered Orosse |1e as his site for the new Fort Detroit
and admired the properly so much thal he claimed ownership for himself and left the land to his
daughter , Margarette, in his 1a5t will and testament. He decided that an island would too soon run
out of wood for fuel and so changed his plans to buiid the fort here and selerted the site further
North on the river, which is now the center of downtown Detroit. Cadillac fell oul of favor with
Louis X1¥ and wes transferred to New Orleans about eight years sfter establishing the Fort in
Detroit in 1701, OGrosse |le remained under French rule until 1760 when they surrendered
Detroit and this area to Major Roberi Rogers and his Rangers.

On July &, 1779, Alexander and William Macomb bought Grosse {le from the Potawatomi Indians.
Development of the island was delayed because of the Revolutionary War. In 1783, the Tresty of
Paris placed Grosse iie on the American side of the international bounday, but the British did not
leave Detroit and continued in possession of that village and Grosse ile as well as other land in the
west. OndJuly 11, 1796, the Britich evacuated Detroii, and Grosse e came under United States
rule. The lest Indians to live on the island in encampment, were induced to leave, although we do
have descendants of those Indians still living and working on Orosse {le. The survey by Aaron
Oresley for the United States in 1803 established the Macomb title for the land. Because of the
contining problems with the British and the indians, a for{ was buill on East River Road, not far
from the Historical Society property, in 1815, o protect the island. The stockade was abandoned
in 1819,

The Mecomb brothers began selling some of their lend, roads were laid out and farmers began
working the land. At that time the anly way to Grosse {le was by boat or ferry. A number of docks
on the East, West, North and South of the island were built to accomodate incressingly larger
vessels. Schools and churches were esteblished. One histaric church stands close to the Historical
Society property. It is the St. James Episcopal Chapel, built initially because of the bequest of a
black woman, Lizette Dennison, who was born to slavery, became free, snd worked all her life for
the prominent B iddle family of New York, Weshington, and Wyandotte. The chapel was consecrated
on July 9, 1868. This is always included on our hisioric tours around the island, and is well-
known for its beautiful Tiffany Glass window.

fn 1871, the Canadien Southern Railroad buiit bridges to Grosse lle from the United States
mainland, and thence to Steny island for the purpese of bringing cattle, goods and passengers from
West of Chicago to New York, through Canada. The cars were ferried from Stony Island to the
Canedian shore. They built a Customs House, a railroad station, boarding houses for workmen and
visitors and numbers of outhuildings necessary to the maintenance of the Line.

Because of the treacherous ice at this point in the river, the line praved unprofitable so the
business was moved Narth to Detroit and Canadian Southern sold their holding to Michigan Central
Railroad. Michigan Central did not need a Customs House so it was moved aver to Macomb Strest,
about 8 mile away, directly through the farmers fields. There it served as a Pool Hall, s Barber
Shop, a Boarding House, and ice Cream Parlor and legend hes it aleo as @ house of ill repute for a
short time.
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Michigan Central tore down the original train station and built a new one up off the tracks on a hill
in 1901. '

in the late nineteanth century Grosse e became a fashionable place for the well-to-do of Detroit
to spend their summers, The train came to the Island in the morning end evening so the business
men could take it to work in Detroit while their families enjoyed the water and society of Grosse
{le. There were several fine hotels erected and in 1899 a golf course was laid out and a Casino
built. This was in the area of the Historic District. Transportation at that time was by horse-
driven carriages or buses and often bob-sleds were used when the roads were covered with snow.
Ownership of the property and train station reverted to Wayne County. In 1924, passenger
service was discontinued by the raiirocad and later the railrosd bridge and the railroad bed were
converted into the Wayne County Free Bridge and the Parkway Road. The Train Station was used
for a number of purposes including a sub-police station, & school house and Water Supply
Commission. .

The sutomobile became very popular so in 1913 the Grosse Hle Toll Bridge wes opened to traffic on
Thanksgiving Day at the North end of the Island. This bridge is stillin use.

In 1959 the Grosse e Historical Seciety was formed and after several years, persuaded Grosse lle
Township and Wayne County, to allow them to lesse the property for $1.00 per year plus

. extensive insurance coverage for the County. At thai time the Station had fallen into 8 dreadful

state of neglect and disrepair. With a great dea! of effort and donations, the charming Station
(started in 1901) was restored and became the center of Histarical Ssociety sctivities and efforts.
The marvelous collection housed in this building hes besn commended by the Michigan State
Historical Society as culstanding because it is a collection of memorabilia concerning life and
times on Grosse lle, not just a collection of old things. The collection became so extensive that we
ran out of room and began to decline acquisitions. We searched for ways to oblain more display
room. An architect designed a builidng that would have cost well over $100,000.00. In 1976 we
raised $30,000.00 for a new building, but even with maiching grants this would not cover the
cost of a new building.

Then in 1978, when | became President of Historical Society after serving on the Board of
Directors for several years, Historical Society was offered a.building which was then being used
by Pegples Bank and Trust for a temporary office while they built a new modern bank building.
Through the years preceeding this event, the actual history and background of the building had
been forgetten. When the building was offered we began to research this functional but ordinary
looking building which had been unfortunately "modernized” through the years. It was covered
with asbestos shingles, aluminum awnings, contemporary aluminum windows, etc. Our then locs!
newspeper editor, Meg Bremmer Jones, investigated and discovered that this was the Old U.S.
Customs House that hed been maved from the Railroad Property to the site on Macomb Strest. We
hed oral histery and a letier from the daughter of a woman 103 years old whe remembered the
buildirg on the original site and when it hed besn moved, when she was a little girl. Historical
architects and builders investigated the construction to confirm the age of the building, and that it
had been moved. In our restoration we revealed the original cedar siding, removed the
"modernization” and exposed a charming nineteenth century building, which we eventually
restored using comparable buildings of Grosse e as our guide, and with the help of our architest,
Mr. John Lee. The Board of Directors vated to accept the building if the $30,000.00 previously
raised would be allowed to be used to help move the building back to its origingl site on the hill
above the original Canedien Railroed track site, now converied to Parkway Road.
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It wes also necessary to obtain permission from Wayne County to extend our Leace holding to
include this property and a parking area, build a foundation and plece the Customs House on the
grounds of the Historical Scciety land. The property was alresdy registered as a State of Michigan
and a National Histaric Site.

The building had been sbused and "modernized”. | contacted the office of then Governor Milliken
and through their help make contact with Department of Natural Resources Coastal Zone
Maenegement and then Senator James DeSana. With the help of these thres offices in Michigan
State Gavernment, we received Grant meney to provide for the services of Ayres, Lewis and May,
Architects, for historical drawings for the restoration of the Customs House. We also received
funds for the foundation on which to set the building after the move, which had to be made within
three months. Also it was necessary to somehow make contact with the elusive Wayne County Road
Commission, then under the administration of Michael Berry. Contact with Mr. Berry was made
and permission to present our request for additional land and erection of the Customs House was
given. U.S. Customs had a directive issued to assist in the preservation of Customs Houses with the
help of the Director of U.S. Customs in Detroit, Lou Mazzane, a business contact of my husband.
This was accomplished within three weeks after being given the Customs House. | presented our
proposal to the full monthly meeting of the Wayne County Road Commission Board and did not
receive their permission but | was able to persuade them to take the proposal under consideration.
Within a month, after many phone calls, letters, home-made Rum cakes, etc., | finally again
received permission to appesr before their Board and at that time Wayne County Road Commission
did agree to lease the extra land to us and allow the Customs House to be moved there. The Grosse
lle Township Board, which is largely Republican, while Wayne County was largely Democratic,
were amazed that this was accomplished. Actuatly,  found the Roed Commission very cooperative
when they realized that Grosse 1le Historical Society is completely non-partisan and only trying to
eccomplish something that would be of benefit to Grosse lle, Wayne County and the State of
Michigan. This we have proven to be true. Our yearly attendance has increased steadily during the
following years. | found all the offices mentioned above to be most gracious, cooperative and
willing to go out of their way to help diligently to see our projects completed as projected.

Cn our own we raised additional money and with that, the Grant from DNR/CZM, some Grasse lle
Township Revenue Sharing and & great deal of volunteer labor and effort, we were able to dedicate
the completed Customs House in Qctober of 1980. Membership in Histarical Society is now around
350. OQur only income is from dues and the rental of an apartment on the second floor of the
Customs House, and rental of our building for parties and craft sales. We also make meoney doing
bus tours of our buildings and other Historical sites on Grosse lle, using the services of our
volunteer members. With these funds we maintain our two buildings, pay a considerable fes for
insurance and service the community with tours. These tours include all the fourth grade classes
from the Grosse lle School and many from Trenton schools as well. These children then give
reports of their experience. We average at least fourteen bus tours (SO people per bus) a year.
We are open every Sunday except during January and February and on holidays, for exhibition to
the general public. We also offer research privileges for individual or group projects.

In March of 1985, | applied again to the Department of Natural Resources Cuoastal Zone
Management for & grant to enlarge our parking facilities to accomodate 40 cars since we have
become quite popular as a tour site. Also when we have special programs, the general public has
hed to park illegally aleng the road in order to attend. We also needed o re-stain the Customs
House, as recommended by the origine! architectural firm to do after the first five years. We also
had two Detroit River Lighthouse Buoys, which had been in service since the end of the Nineteenth
Century, donated to our collection. These buoys needed foundations and a site. We also nesded funds
for landsceping, plants, material and fencing repair in the parking lot area, plus costs of profes-
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sicnal drawings by an engineering firm to meet Grosse |le Township codes for the parking lot. The
estimated costs for these projects was $15,500.00. we were delighted thet our request wes
granted, with a SO% match toour SO® cash and "in kind” services.

The original plan was to move a Detroit Edison power pole that is situated in the middle of our
original parking area, creating almost an “island,” severely limiting our use of the parking area.
The cost for this mave would have been $3,500.00. After an inspection by CZM/DNR, it was
suggested that we extend our projected parking area to the West and landscape the Power Pole area
to continue the existing garden on the West side of the building. | egain contacted Wayne County,
which hed reorganized the Road Commission into Wayne County Roads, Parks and Planning.

After many telephone calls and letters | at lest made contact with Ms. Nancy Watkins, chief of
Parks and Planning. Wayne County is divesting itself of some of its holding and we have been able
to negotiate the trensfer of actual ownership of the Historical Society leased property, and
additional property all the way West to ld Depot Siding Road, to the Grosse [le Historical Sceiety:
We will actually own, instead of lease, approximately 1000 feet of property extending from East
River Road to 0ld Dept Siding, aiong Parkway Road, the former bed of the old railread tracks, and
now one of the busiest and most atiractive roads on Grosse lle.

Since Grosse e Township officials refused to handle the paper work and money for the Grant,
CZM/DNR agreed that it could be handled by the Presigent, Dr. Dimitry Turin, and myself,
Elizebeth Gannan, Chairmarn of Forward Planning, and past President, Board of Directors, Grosse
{le Historical Society. The Official Reparts were to be made quarterly.

In the first quarter (January to March 30, 1986) we had conferences with Grosse lle Township -
Administrator, Mr. Feccho; with the Wayne County Road Department, Mr. Qakley; with Mr.
William Heinrich, Marine Engineer, regarding plecement of Light Channel Buoy Markers;
Michigan Foungation for the parking lot work; took bids from professional peinters, ordered and
received paint, brushes, etc.; conferred with the Grosse ile Garden Club and made arrangements
for them {o repair and stain existing fencing and work on gardens now existing; had a conference
with Mr. Charles Raines on the site to have Certified drawings made of parking lot and placement of
the Lighthouse buoys; arrange for publicity in local papers, and conferred often with Ms.
Jeannette Bailey of CZM/DNR regarding administraticn of Grant. Our criginal plan was to have
voluntesr painters from the Lions Club do the staining, using scaffolding. We later decided that it
was safer to just hire professional painters to do the work. The actual cost of $300.00 offset the
cost of renting the scaffolding. The painter donated “in kind” services valued at $250.00. The
Grosse Hle Lions Club agreed to stain the lower part of the building with our stain. Later they
decided insteed to donate $500.00 to Historical Society to pey a professional painter to complets
all the re-staining, including shutters and porches, using our stain, purchased at cost from NA.
Mans. They donated the difference in retail price as part of our “in kind” match.

The charge for the drawing from Charles Raines Enginesring Co. was $500.00. We paid an
additional $250.00 to have survey stakes put in for final grading.

The estimate for the entire new parking lot, gravel, grading, fill, regarding existing lot between
the Customs House and the Old Train Depot and regarding one long driveway from East River and
enlarging another driveway from Parkway was $10,000.00. We received an_"in kind" gift of fill
and trucking of $3,000.00 from Ron Davidson of American Concrefe Breaking, en effiliate of
Michigan Foundation, and the actual cost of the work to us was $7,000.00. We are withholding
$500.00 of Histor ical Society funds from American Concrete Breaking, with their egreement, so
that they will give us a final grading job inJune of 1987 as recommended by the Grosse {1e Town-
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ship Buiiding inspector, Mr. Sligay, and two engineers who are voluntesrs for the Historical
Society. This is necessary because of the unusual recard-hreaking amount of rain (27 days in a
row) in September 1986, cresting soggy lend. This will firm up during the winter endspringtoa -
nice hard surface. All of +his property hes special drains installed to let water from adjoining
property, flowing onto our property, drain off to the main road drain along Parkway Road to our
North.

In the second quarter, April 1 to June 30, we continued our conferences with Jeanette Bailey, the
Township, Wayne County, met with Nancy Watkins of Wayne County, Bill Heinrich, Marine
Engineer who agreed to donate his services to supervise the installation of the two lighthouse
buoys; the Garden Club, the painters, and landscaping men. Since we already had a permit for our
parking lot from our wark before, we instructed Mr. Ron Davidson to begin our fill, gravel, and
grading work per specifications on Mr. Raines’ drawings.

At that point, our edjoinging neighbors objected to the Township because actually they did not want
us to have a parking lot. They stitl had not moveg in to the new house they were having built to our
south property line. They seemed to think that the property should be for them to look at or use,
since they thought it belonged to Wayne County, not knowing that it was lessed to the Historical
Society and actually in the legal process of being transferred to us as owners. The actual site of
our parking lot has been used as a parking area since the 1950's when the originel lesses was Mr.
Gronda, who opersated a boat livery along the Detroit River off East River Road. There is still an
old sign nailed to the Catalpa tree at the far West end of our new parking lot that says, “for Boat
Livery parking only.”

Another of the neighbors' complaints was that our parking et would not allow their property to
drain properly. Their house is the lowest in the new subdivision. They claim that our lot caused
water to stand on their lot. We discovered that they actually had a sump pump that came from
their besement directly to our property line that on a regular basis pumped wster onto our
property. They did have water standing on their lot. (See enclosed pictures of their sump pump
drain to our lot.)

Because of the neighbors' objections, the Township put a stop work order on our project, and it
was necessary for us to go to the Planning Commission to request permission for another permit to
install our new parking iot. We had quite a time at the mesting. The neighbors gathered all their
adjoining neighbors wha came to the meeting to try to prevent us from having a parking lot at all.
They complained about our bus tours, lights, etc. Actually, we are very good neighbors. We keep
our property in perfect, neat, and attractive condition. Our lawns and gardens are tended properly
and our buildings are kept in good repair. We allow no trash to accumulate, etc. We perform &
gesireable service and are much respected by the entire community of Grosse le except for our
adjoining neighbors. Of course, we were there way before any of those neighbors purchased their
property, sc it was no secret that we operated a museum and needed park ing facilities. After much
talking, threats by the neighbors of an injunction in Circuit Caurt, ete., reason preveiled with the
Flanning Commission and we were granted a new permit. However, Grosse lle code reguired a
business lot to be paved with concrete or asphalt which would have cost way more than we could
have ever afforded to match in a grant. So we had to arrange to go before the Zoning Board of
Appeals. Again, the neighbors mobilized, but we did too. We requested a letter from DCN/DNR
encouraging the Board of Appeals to grant us the variance. We also arranged for Ms. Watkins,
Director of Weyne County Perks, to appear to testify in our behalf. The neighbors had been
extremely abusive to me personally at the first meeting and tried to be intimidating at this one.
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We were granted the variance appeal but then the neighbors still complained to the Board of
Appesls because there existed another public parking code that required a six and one-half foot
fence adjoining private property for a business parking lot. The neighbors were delighted. First,
they knew we did not have enaugh money for the block fence, 170 feet long, and second, they knew
we would not think that this would be attractive. The neighbors said they insisted on the block
fence to the Planning Commission, and in private conference with Dr. Turin and myself, said that
after the fence wes built, they would spray graffiti all aver it if we did get it built. Our original
plans for- the parking lo! included planting evergreen Arbervitee along our neighbors' adjcining
line 8s we did along the original parking area where we adjoined.

The neighbors said that the evergreen Arborvitee, planted at a height above car lights, would not be
enough to screen their back yards from lights. We probabiy have five meetings a year when the
lights might shine into their yard between 7:30 and 10:00 p.m., way less that if we were private
residential property with drivers ooing in and out every day. Finally, at the second Board of .
Appeals meeting, after many drawings and bids, we offered to plant on a thres foot drained berm,
six foot high evergreen Arborvitae along the inside of our line and construct a drain ecross our
parking iot to drain their lot from South to North to Parkway, and aencther line to drain the
property {rom East to West and dig a drain ditch to the West of our lot, running South {6 North,
The neighbors still protested. They wanted us to be forced to give them hislf our property and have
room for only twenty cars instesd of forty, and to plant double evergresns. The cost for the
plantings described wes to be $3,600.00. Finally, somecne sensible on Zoning Board of Appeals
said they thought cur offer was very generous and also reasonable, and that other property owners
all pay for their own draining and planting along their property lines. We were at least granted
our appeal. '

Then we were required o go to another Planning Commission meeting to present all final plans,
and we were granted permission to finish our lot. By this time it was the end of August, 1986, the
week our grading work was to be done. The rain started. It rained for 27 days in a row in
Michigan, a new record. Our parking lot and the neighbors' lot was much too wet for the mechines
to work on them. (We also had been directed to give these neighbors some fill dirt for their yard
and rough grade it in.) Our work was supposed to be completed by CIN/DNR by the end of
September. All of our money for landscaping arcund our telephone area was going to be used (and
more) to pay for the planning along the neighbors’ lot and all the drainwork. 1t was still raining
and the truck could not get into work.

Ancther thing came up. The Coast Guard donated to the Grosse |le Historical Society the original |
special reflecting prism lights that had actually been used in the lighthouse buoys. (Now they use
computer lights.) These would require special wiring underground from the Customs House to
both bucys from East to West at a cost of $1,495.00.  This needed to be done before the grading
was finished on the perking lot, so the Historical Scciety Board of Directors voted to pay for this
work. Actually, the electrical contractor donated his services as an "in kind” match, so we
contracted te pay $675.00 for materials, and wiring labor, and trenching, and permit, plus the
cost of a crane to install these huge buoys on the foundation, and special marine paint to refurbish
the bucys. Because of our cost overruns and weather delays, | wrote another grant reguest fram
CSN/DNR for an extensions of time to complete work and also en additional grant of $3 600.00
which we would match "in kind” with donated time and money. We were awarded this grant on
September 28, 1986, and our- time was extended to November 30, 1986, with 45 additional days
to complete cur report.
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We have hed all our lendscaping work done, including a besutiful brick sidewalk, 8s Shown in
original plans, lendscaping around telephone pole area, restaining of Customs House, repair and
restaining of fencing, and parking lot in place and usable, with a final grading job {o be done next
June 1987, when it has packed down aver the winter and spring.

Our lighthouse buoys are in place, and the lights are operated from a switch in the Customs House
kitchen, which faces the parking lot on the West side of the house. Paint has been purchased, and
weather permitting, they will be given a protective cost of merine paint. The foundations and
wiring for the lighthouse buoys could not be put in until the parking lot grading, fill, draining, and
graveling were completed.

Qur project hes bean completed and we are all very pleased with the results. In the spring, the
regrading will be done. Also, we will install donated railresd ties (slready promised) for the 40
new parking spaces, and two metal poles, and a chain with the sign for the Historical Museum
hours. We-will only allow parkmg for Historical Sc:,le"y use as recommendzgd by the Grosse lle
Plenning Commission.

We are so appreciative of the efforts of Jeanetie Bailey of the Department of Naturs! Resources,
Coastal Zone Management, State of Michigan. Your interest, encouragement, and attention to our
program have mace it a pleasure to work on the grant program with you. Thank you for all of your

-efforts on our behalf.
ﬁi ’/J/ } \éf”&{"?d

r"abeth P. Gannon /)~ 787
Past President and
Chairman of Forward Planning
Board of Directors,
Grosse |le Historical Society
1984-1986
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A HISTORY OF THE CUSTOMS HOUSE AND THE BROSSE {LE HISTCRICAL SOCIETY
Elizabeth P. Gannon

The Grosse lle Historical Society is located on the site of the old Canadian Southern Railroad
property, later owned by Michigan Central Railroad, en the corner of Parkway Road ( the former
bed of the railrosd track) and East River Road. We are situated facing Canada, our neighbor to the
East, on Grosse 1le island at the South end of the Detroil River where it enters Lake Erie. Grosse
ile was a summer hunting ground for the Palowammi Indians and afforded asccess o the Detroit
River and Canada. LaMothe de La Cadillac considered Grosse |le as his site for the new Fort Detroit
and admired the property so much that he claimed cwnership for himself and 1eft the land to his
daughter , HMargaretie, in his last will and testament. He decided that an island would oo soon run
out of wood for fuel and so changed his plans to build the fort here and selected the site further
North on the river, which is now the center of downtown Detroil. Cadillac fell out of favor with

Louis X1V and wes transferred to New Orieans about eight years after establishing the Fori in
Detrgit in 1701. Grosse lle remained under French rule until 1760 when they surrendered
Detroit and this erea to Major Robert Rogers and his Rangers.

OnJuly 6, 1779, Alexander and William Macomb bought Grosse lle from the Polawatomi Indians.
Development of the island was delayed because of the Revolutionary War. In 1783, the Treaty of
Paris placed Grosse {1e on the American side of the international bounday, but the British did not
leave Detroit and continued in possession of that village and Grasse 1le as well as other land in the
west. Onduly 11, 1796, the British evacusted Detroil, and Grosse tle came under United States
rule. The last Indians to live on the island in encampment, were induced to leave, although we do
have descendants of those indians still living and working on Grosse tle. The survey by Aaron
Greeley for the United Stales in 1808 established the Macomb title for the land. Because of the
contining problems with the British end the Indiens, e fort was built on Easl River Road, not far
from the Historical Society property, in 1815, {0 protect the island. The slockade was abandoned
in 1819,

The Macomb brothers began setling some of their lend, roeds were laid out and farmers began
working the lend. At that time the only way to Grosse |12 was by boat or ferry. A number of docks
on the East, West, North end South of the island were built to accomodete increasingly larger
vessels. Schools and churches were esteblished. One historic church stands close to the Historical
Society property. It is the St. James Episcopal Chapel, built initially because of the bequest of a

lack woman, Lizette Dennison, who was bern to slavery, became free, and worked all her life for
the prominent Biddle family of New York , Washington, and Wyandotte. The chapel was consecrated
onJuly 8, 1868. This is always included on our historic tours around the island, ard is well-
known for its beautiful Tiffany Glass window.

In 1871, the Canadien Southern Railrcad built bridges to Grosse lle from the United States
mainland, and thence to Stony Island for the purpose of bringing cattle, goods and passengers from
West of Chicago to New York, through Canada. The cers were ferried from Stony island to the
Canedian shore. They built a Customs House, a railroad station, boarding houses for workmen and
visitors and numbers of cutbuildings necessary to the maintenance of the Line.

Because of the treacherous ice at this point in the river, the line proved unprofitable so the
business was moved North te Detroit and Canadian Southern sold their holding to Michigan Central
Railroad. Michigan Central did not need a Customs House so it wes moved aver to Mecomb Street,
sbout a mile awey, directly through the fermers fields. There it served as a Pool Hall, a Barber
Shop, a Boarding House, and lce Cream Parlor and legend has it also as a house of il repute for a
short time.
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Michigan Central tore down the original train station and built a new one up off the tracks on a hill
in 1901.

in the late ninetesnth cantury Grosse tle became a fashionable place for the well-to-do of Detroit
to spend their summers. The train came to the Islend in the morning and evening so the business
men could take it to work in Detroit while their families enjoyed the water and society of Grosse
Ile. There were several fine hotels erected and in 1899 a golf course was laid cut and a Casino
built. This was in the area of the Historic District. Transportation at that time was by horse-
driven carriages or buses and cften bob-sleds were used when the roads were covered with snow.
ownership of the property and train station reverted to Wayne County. In 1924, passenger
service was discontinued by the raiirosd and later the railroad bridge and the railroad bed were
converted into the Wayne County Free Bridge and the Parkway Road. The Train Station was used
for & number of purposes including a sub-police station, & scheol house and Water Supply
Commission.

The automobile became very popular <o in 19 13 the Grosse 1le Toll Bridge was opened to traffic on
Thanksgiving Day at the North end of the Island. This bridge is still in use.

in 1959 the Grosse |le Historical Socigty was formed and after several years, persusded Grosse lle
Township and Wayne County, to allow them to lease the property for $1.00 per year plus
extensive insurance coverage for the County. At that time the Station hed fallen into s dresdful
state of neglect and disrepair. With a grest dea! of effort and donations, the charming Staticn
(started in 1901) wes restored and became the center of Historical Ssociety activities and efforts.
The marvelous collection housed in this building hes besn commended by the Michigan State
Historicsl Society as outsianding because it is a collection of memorabilia concerning life and
times on Grosse He, not just a collection of old things. The collection became so extensive that we
ran out of room and began to decline acquisitions. We searched for ways to obtain more display
room. An architect designed a builidng that would have cost well aver $100,000.00. In 1976 we
raised $30,000.00 for & new building, but even with matching grants this would not cover the
cost of a new building.

Then in 1978, when | became President of Historical Society after serving on the Bosrd of
Directors for several years, Historical Society was offered a-building which was then being used
by Peoples Bank and Trust for a temporary office while they built a new modern bank building.
Through the years preceeding this event, the actual history and background of the building hed
been forgotten. When the building was offered we began te research this functional but ordinary
looking building which had besn unfortunately "modernized” through the years. 1t was covered
with asbestos shingles, aluminum awnings, contemporary aluminum windows, etc. Our then local
newspeper editor, Meg Bremmer Jones, investigated and discovered that this was the 0ld U.S.
Customs House that had besn maved from the Railroad Property to the site on Mecomb Strest. We
had cral history and a letier from the daughter of a woman 103 yesrs old who remembered the
building on the original site and when it had besn moved, when she was & little girl. Historical
architects and builders invesiigated the construction to confirm the age of the building, and that it
hed been maoved. In our restoration we revesled the original cedar siding, removed the
"modernization” and exposed & charming nineteenth century building, which we eveniually
restored using comparable buildings of Grosse tle s our quide, and with the help of our architect,
Mr. John Lee. The Board of Directors voted to accept the building if the $30,000.00 previously
raised would be allowed to he used to help move the building back to its ariginal site on the hill
above the original Canedian Railroad track site, now converied to Parkway Road.
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It was slso necessary to obtain permission from Wayne County to extend our Lease helding to
include this property and a parking area, build & foundation and plece the Customs House on the
grounds of the Historical Scciety lend. The property was slready registered as a State of Michigan
and a National Historic 3ite.

The building had been sbused and “modernized”. 1 contacted the office of then Governor Milliken
end through their help make contact with Depariment of Natural Resources Coastal Zone
Manegement and then Senator James DeSana. With the help of these three offices in Michigan
State Government , we received Grant money to provide {or the services of Ayres, Lewis and May,
Architects, for historical drawings for the restoration of the Customs House. We also received
funds for the foundation on which to set the building sfter the move, which had to be made within
three months. Also it was necessary to somehow make contact with the elusive Wayne County Road
Commission, then under the administration of Micheel Berry. Contect with Mr. Berry was made
and permission to present gur request for additional land and erection of the Customs House was
given. U.S. Customs had a directive issued to assist in the preservation of Customs Houses with the
help of the Director of U.S. Customs in Detroit, Lou Mazzano, a business contact of my husband.
This was accomplished within three weeks after being given the Customs House. | presented our
proposal to the full monthly meeting of the Wayne County Road Commission Board and did not
receive their permission but | was able to persuade them to fake the proposal under consideration.
Within a month, after many phone calls, letters, home-made Rum cakes, efc., | finelly again
received permission to sappear before their Board and at thai time Wayne County Road Commission
did agree to lease the extra land to us and allow the Customs House to be moved there. The Grosse
Ile Township Board, which is largely Republican, while Wayne County was largely Democratic,
were amazed that this was accomplished. Actually, | found the Road Commission very cooperative
when they realized that Grosse 1le Historical Society is compietely non-partisan and only trying to
eccomplish something thet would be of benefit to Grosse lle, Wayne County and the State of
Michigan. This we have proven to be true. Our yearly aitencance has increased steadily during the
following years. | found all the offices mentioned above to be most gracious, cooperative and
willing to go out of their way to help diligently to see our projects completed as projected.

On our own we raised acditional money and with that, the Grant from DNR/CZM, some Grasse e
Township Revenue Sharing and a great deal of voluntesr labor and effort, we were able to dedicste
the completed Customs House in October of 1980. Membership in Historical Seciety is now sround
350. Our only income is from dues and the rental of an apartment on the second floor of the
Customs House, and rental of our building for parties and craft sales. We also make money daing
bus tours of our buildings and other Historical sites on Orosse e, using the services of our
volunteer members. With these funds we maintain our two buildings, pay a considerable fee for
insurance and service the community with tours. These tours include all the fourth grade classes
from the Groese tle School and meny from Trenton schools as well. These children then give
reports of their experience. We average at least fourteen bus tours (SO people per bus) a vear.
We are open every Sunday except during January and February and on holidays, for exhibition to
the general public. We also offer research privileges for individual or group projects.

In March of 1985, | applied again to the Depariment of Natural Resources Coastal Zone
Management for a grant to enlarge our parking facilities to accomodate 40 cars since we have
become quite popular as a tour site. Also when we have special programs, the general public hes
had to park illegally along the road in order to sttend. We also needed to re-stain the Customs
House, as recommended by the original architectural firm to do after the first five years. We al=o
had two Detroit River Lighthouse Buoys, which had been in service since the end of the Nineteenth
Century, donated to our collection. These buoys needed foundations and a site. We also nesged funds
for landscaping, plants, material and fencing repair in the parking lot area, plus costs of profes-
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sional drawings by an engineering firm to mest Grosse 1le Township codes for the parking lof. The
estimated costs for these projects was $15,500.00. We were delighted that our request wes
granted, with 8 S0% match to our SO® cash and "in kind” services.

The original plan was to move a Detroit Edison power pole that is situated in the micdle of our
original parking srea, creating almost an “island,” severely limiting our use of the parking area.
The cost for this move would have been $3,500.00. After an inspection by CZM/DNR, it wes
suggested that we extend our projected parking area to the West and landscape the Power Pole ares
to continue the existing garden on the West sice of the building. 1 again contacted Wayne County,
which hed reorganized the Road Commission into Wayne County Roeds, Parks and Planning.

After many telephone calls and letters | at lest made contact with Ms. Nancy Watkins, chief of
Parks and Planning. Wayne County is divesting itself of some of its holding and we have been able
to negotiate the transfer of actual ownership of the Historical Society leased property, snd
additional property all the way West to 0ld Depot Siding Road, to the Grosse Ile Historical Saciety.
we will actually own, instead of lesse, epproximately 1000 feet of property extending from East
River Road to Old Dept Siding, along Parkway Road, the former bed of e old railroad tracks, and
now one of the busiest and most attractive roads on Grosse He.

Since Grosse |le Township officials refused to handie the paper work and money for the Grant,
CZM/DNR agreed that it could be handled by the President, Dr. Dimitry Turin, and mysslf,
Elizabeth Gannon, Chairman of Forward Planning, ang pest President, Board of Directors, Grosse
l1e Historical Soeiety. The Official Reparts were o be made quarterly.

In the first quarter (January to March 30, 1986) we had conferences with Grosse Ile Township
Administrator, Mr. Feccho: with the Wayne County Road Department, Mr. Cakley; with Mr.
William Heinrich, Marine Engineer, regarding placement of Light Channel Buoy Markers;
Michigan Foundation for the parking lot work; took bids from professional painters, ordered and
received paint, brushes, etc.; conferred with the Grosse ile Garden Club and made arrangements
for them to repair and stain existing fencing and work on gardens now existing; had a conference
with Mr. Charles Raines on the site to have Certified drawings made of parking lot and placement of
the Lighthouse buoys; arraenge for publicity in local papers, and conferred often with Ms.
Jeannetie Bailey of CZM/DNR regarding administration of Grant. Cur original plan was to have
volunteer painters from the Lions Club do the staining, using scaffolding. We later decided that it
was safer tc just hire professicnal painters to do the work. The sctual cost of $300.00 offset the
cost of renting the scaffolding. The painter donated “in kind" services valued st $250.00. The
Grosse lle Lions Club agreed to stain the lower part of the building with our stain.  Later they
decided insteed to donate $500.00 to Histor-ical Society to pay a professional painter to complete
all the re~staining, including shutters and porches, using our stain, purchased at cost from NA.
Mans. They donated the difference in retait price as part of cur "in kind” match.

The charge for the drewing from Charles Reines Enginesring Co. was $500.00. We paid an
additional $250.00 to have survey stakes put in for final grading.

The estimate for the entire new parking lot, gravel, grading, fill, regarding existing lot between
the Customs House and the Old Train Depot and regarding one long driveway from East River and
enlarging another driveway from Parkway was $10,000.00. We received an “in kind” gift of fill
and trucking of $3,000.00 from Ron Devidson of Americen Concrete Breaking, an affiliste of
Michigan Foundation, and the actusl cost of the work to us was $7,000.00. We are withholding
$500.00 of Historical Society funds from American Concrete Breaking, with their egreement, so
that they will give us a final grading job inJune of 1987 as recommended by the Grosse |1e Town-
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ship Building Inspector, Mr. Sligay, and two engineers who are volunteers for the Historical
Society. This is necessary because of the unusus! record-breaking amount of rain (27 days in a
row) in September 1986, creating soggy lend. This will firm up during the winter endspringto a
nice hard surface. All of 4his property has special drains installed to let water from adjoining
property, flowing onto cur property, drain off io the main roed drain slong Parkway Road to our
North.

{n the second quarter, April 1 toJune 30, we continued cur conferences with Jeanette Bailey, the
Township, Wayne Gounty, met with Nancy Watkins of Wayne County, Bill Heinrich, Marine
Engineer who agreed to donate his services to supervise the installation of the two lighthouse
buoys; the Garden Club, the painters, and landscaping men. Since we already had a permit for our
parking lot from our work before, we instructed Mr. Ron Davidson to begin our fill, gravel, and
grading work per specifications on Mr. Raines’ drawings.

At thet point, our adjoinging neighbors objected to the Township because actually they did not want
us to have a parking lot. They still hed not moved in to the new house they were having built to our
sguth property line. They seemed to think that the property should be for them to look at or use,
since they thought it belonged to Wayne County, not knowing that it was leased to the Historical
Society and actually in the legal process of being transferred to us as owners. The actual site of
our parking lot hes been used as a parking area since the 1950's when the original lesses was Mr.
Gronda, who operated a boat livery slong the Detroit River off East River Road. There is still an
old sign nailed to the Catalpa tree at the far West end of our new parking lot that says, “for Boat
Livery parkingenly.”

. Another of the neighbors’ complaints was that our parking lot would not allaw their property to
drain properly. Their house is the lowest in the new subdivision. They claim that our lot caused
water to stand on their lot. We discovered that they actually had a sump pump that came from
their besement directly to our property line that on a regular besis pumped water onto our
property. They did have water standing on their lot. (3ee enclosed pictures of their sump pump
drain toour lot.)

Because of the neighbors’ abjections, the Township put a stop work order on our project, and it
was necessary for us to go to the Planning Commission te request permission for ancther permit ta
install our new parking lot. We had quite a time at the meeting. The neighbors gathered all their
adjoining neighbors who came to the meeting to try to prevent us from having a parking lot at all.
They complained sbout our bus tours, lights, etc. Actually, we are very good neighbors. We kesp
our property in perfect, neat, and attractive condition. Cur lewns and gardens are tended properly
end our buildings are kept in good repair. We allow no tresh to accumulate, etc. We perform g
sireable service and are much respected by the entire community of Grosse e except for our
gdioining neighbors. Of course, we were there way before any of those neighbors purchesed their
property, o it was no secret that we operated a museum and needed parking fecilities. After much
talking, threats by the neighbors of an injunction in Circuit Court, etc., reason prevailed with the
Planning Commission and we were granted 8 new permit. However, Grosse lle code required a
business lot fo be paved with concrete or asphalt which would have cost way more then we could
have ever afforded to match in & grant. So we had to arrange to go before the Zoning Board of
Appeals. Again, the neighbors maobilized, but we did too.  We requested & letter from DCN/DNR
encouraging the Board of Appeals to grant us the variance. We also arranged for Ms. Watkins,
Director of Wayne County Parks, to eppear to testify in our behalf. The neighbors had besn
extremely abusive to me personally at the first meeting and tried to be intimidating at this one.
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We were granted the variance appeal but then the neighbors stilt complained to the Board of
Appesls because there existed another public parking code that reguired a six and one-half foot
fence adjoining private property for a business parking lot. The neighbors were delighted. First,
they knew we did not have enough money for the block fence, 170 feet long, and second, they knew
we would not think that this would be attractive. The neighbors said they insisted on the block
fence to the Planning Commissien, and in private conference with Dr. Turin and myself, said that
after the fence was built, they would spray graffiti all aver it if we did get it built. Our origina!
plans for the parking lot included planting evergreen Arbarvitee along our neighbors’ adjoining
line &s we did along the original parking erea where we agjoined.

The neighbors said that the evergresn Arborvitae, plantad at a height above car lights, would not be
enough to screen their back yards from lights. We probably have five meetings a year when the
lights might shire into their yard between 7:30 and 10:C0 o.m., way less that if we were private
residential property with drivers going in and out every day. Finally, at the second Board of
Appests meeting, after many drawings and bids, we offered to plent on a three foot drained berm,
six foot high evergreen Arborvitee along the inside of our line and construct a drain across our
parking lot to drain their lot from Gouth to North to Parkway, and ancther line to drain the
property from East to West and dig a drain ditch fo the West of our lot, running South to Nerth.
Tre neighbors still protested. They wanted us to be forced to give them half our property and have
room for cnly twenty cars instead of foriy, and to plant double evergreens. The cost for the
plantings described was to be $3,600.00. Finally, somecne sensible on Zoning Beard of Appeals
=aid they thought cur offer was very generous and also reasonable, and that other property owners
all pay for their own draining and planting along their property lines. We were at least granted
pur appeal.

Then we were required to go to anather Plenning Commissicn meeting to present all final plans,
and we were granted permission to finish our lot. By this time it was the end of August, 1986, the
week our grading work was to be done. The rain started 1t reined for 27 days in 8 row in
Michigan, a new record. Qur parking ot and the neighbors' lot was much too wet for the mechines
to work on them. (We aiso had been directed to give these neighbors some fill dirt for their yard
and rough grade it in.) Our work was supposed to be completed by CZIN/DNR by the end of
September. All of cur money for landscaping around our telephone area was going to be used (and
more) to pay for the planning along the neighbors’ lot and all the drainwork. It was still raining
and the truck could not get inta wark.

Another thing came up. The Coast Guard donated to the Grosse lle Historical Society the original
special reflecting prism lights thet hed actually been used in the lighthouse buoys. (Now they use
compuier lights.) These would reguire special wiring underground from the Customs House to
both buoys from East to West at a cost of $1,495.00.  This needed to be done before the grading
was finished on the parking lot, so the Historical Society Beard of Directors voted to pay for this
work. Actually, the electrical contracter donated his services as an “in kind” match, so we
contracted to pay $675.00 for materials, ang wiring isbor, and trenching, and permit, plus the
cost of & crane to install these huge buoys on the foundation, end special marine paint to refurbish
the bucys. Because of our cast averruns and weather delays, | wrote another grant request from
C3N/DNR for an extension of time to complete work end slso an additional grant of $3 600.00
which we would match “in kind” with donated time and money. We were awarded this grant on
September Z8, 1986, and our time was extended to November 30, 1986, with 45 additional days
to complete our report.
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We have had all our landscaping work done, including a beautiful brick sidewalk, as Shown in
original plans, landscaping around telephone pole area, restaining of Customs House, repair and
restaining of fencing, and parking Iot in place and usabie, with a final grading job lo be done next
June 1987, when it hes pecked down over the winter and spring.

Our lighthouse buoys are in place, and the lighis are operated from a switch in the Customs House
kitchen, which faces the parking Iot on the West side of the house. Paint has been purchased, and
weather permitting, they will be given & protective coat of marine paint. The foundations and
wiring for the lighthouse buoys could not be put in until the parking lot grading, fill, draining, and
graveling were completed.

Qur project has been completed and we are all very pleased with the results. In the spring, the
regrading will be done. Alsa, we will install donated railroad ties (already promised) for the 40
new parking spaces, and two metal poles, and @ chain with the sign for the Historical Museum
hours. We will only-ailow parking for H1 storical Saciety use as recommended by the Grosse e
Plenning Commission. :

We are so appreciative of the efforts of Jeanstte Bailey of the Department of Natural Resources,
Cosstal Zone Management, State of Michigan. Your interest, encouragement, and attention to our

program have made it & pleasure to work on the grant program with you. Thank you for all of your
efforts on our behalf.

/%AMW

EI abeth P. Gannan J-g- 87
Past President and

Chairman of Forward Planning

Board of Directors,

Grosse lle Historical Society

1984-1986
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